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tteVEIiOPniG WORD imC^niEDGE THROUOT tlCm SORTS 

f ho^^ng Up in basal 
re^^ng peogrfflna lately, v Th& eoiitfent of the reaaina teoks- 
" has grovm TOE^ rneandng^ iMiguage, more 

jAterestlng stories and tw^oatTOllecl vocabulwy. The teacher's 
manuals have been streagthane^ ^th excitlag suggestions for 
helping ^ldr#n ais^s, quAation and intei^pret what they read. 
Attenpting to provide mans for greater 'in^vl^alizatlon in 
inatruetioa, raost current basal progri«s feature acsoi^Mying 
^Itills mahageraentlysteins which are priMarily alined at devel- 
ojlny word recognition skilis. " Howewer, the sltills systems 
friqueatly fall into the*.s#ie meanirigleas lock-step s^enee 
of fragraented language opera|ions from which, the reading books 
seem ^o have freed thenaelves. ^d ^ereln liis the inconsls- 
tenoy. For Inplicit in .the sklMs^ syatttna is the assun^tlon 
that children who are initially taught tulea for 'i^solated fea- 
tures-«f words cm somehow conJbine these bits into an Integrated 
milty to recogniza, words, soinetimefl before they can recognize 
any whole words at all. 

The inconsistency between- the thrust of the basal readers 
and the skillg management systems is partly esqplained by the 
departinentalized nature of textbook development, where one 
team of authors writes the books and another team the management 
system. But nore tnportantly, it suggests that we are still 
locKed into the Great Debate, that is, that the alternative to 



teae^ag seq^entiii pb/omism skills for reeogn^zlng words Is 
nendriziag i*©lit nlnch is bo alt©raativ« at ^11. / 

6ut these \^ an al-terp,atlve to teaching ehlldLren pre-set 
letter-souttd eorreapondence rwlas wMeH we "hope they can apply/ 
to titiols words, tod this is to encSurage ehildton to develop 
•word teowlftdge tbe ftatural wayf to lead children to coi^are /and 
contrast whole worda, and to dlscem for thsniseives the fe^ture^ 
that words have la coninoa aad that distinguish ont word from 
•M^er. Thera Is ^thlag nw tftout this ^gvomdht It is the 
basis of eoneept fonnation and diseovery learalng 1^ general-. 
Children cam oftea figure out for themselves ways y4o solve' a prob^ 
lottj such as Iww to discciminate Mong several v^rds, far morte 
qaickly thw we can come , up with lancniage to d^scrtbe these dif- 
ferences to thOTs,- 2* is just this kind of eo^noi^ that reconmends 
a conpept formation ajpproacli to word study over tie phonics al- 
ternative. ' 

toe'such concept formation approach utilizes vrord sorts. A 
word sortx Is an actlp^ty, or the prototype of niMy different - 
activities. In which the learner physicall| arranges words printed 
on small cards into gcoups, T^e inclusion of a word in a group 
is based on a relatloashlp the- child perceives anjong the words 
in the group. This simple dynMnle can be manipulated in many 
ways to help children draw CQnclusions about how words are related. 

Sorts can be done indiyi dually or in claasroom groups. All 
the student or group needs is a deck of vord cards and room to 
lay them out. The bafiic activity consists of sortitig through the 
cards and grouping thein on* bases of shared'slmilarltles. The ' 



mmmn property relating the words in a group can be a oraphlc. 
phpBoiogical, gtmetural, graoraatlcal or seniantie feature/ or 
a. coirialaatlon of , these. * 



Cloaed-Snded Word Sorts - 
There are two gOTeral types of woid sorts, open-ended 
aad closed-ended. la closed wrd sorts, the category /or cormon 
property of the words to be included la the 'group is sjtated in 
advance of sorting. This stat«nffat,' ^ the teaser or the child, 
provides tlw basis for Inclusion or eseclusion of any word in 
forming the ^tfup of wrds. With the criterion for inclusioa 
stated In advance, closed word s^s help children develop cont- 
parison wid convergent reasoning. The sorting criterion might 
be, for ex^le, "words with vowel sounds like In train and trap , 
"long-a words gelled like came conpared ,to , those spelled like 
t^," or "words with more than one syllable." All words in, the 
detfk are examned for the presence of the feature selected, and 

unused cards are put aside'. 

' ' ■■- 1 . . . • , 

For exanple, let's look at some sorts young readers . might 
construct.. A aiitple, closed, sound-based sort is to sort words 
vith long vowel sounds and with short vowel sounds for purposes 
of coitparison. Two groups like these might resul-tj 
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fforda whikh the student ^^eaid^ ^ii*t f it tha jpattarfi are sat 
aslda# md m "not sura'Aile eto b# ineluded mi well^ 

EKamining ttia long-vowal group ibov##*v^ can saa that sev- ^ 
erad familiar spelling pattame reprasant thesa vowal somidai' 
The vowfl digraph -^ai*^ tha opm ayllibla in b^^ ^ and the 
vowal-eonsonitfit«silent a pattern- W!tar tha children can do 
sound sorts with ease, some, Basic spalling pattarns can Be studiad 
by showing them words which represent tha patterns tod having 
them find others with fit th^ 'spalling pattartis/ Hare^ for in- 
stance, are exmi^le wor^^ which represent two ooniTOn long vowel ^ 
spellings* undemaath are placed words the children nd.^ht find 
which fit the pattarnsi 

i 

TRAIN ' BAEE , . 

hair , V . naae 

rain ^ skate ^ 

fail * brave 

braid same ' \ 

-.1 • ^ _ _ , ! _ 

In the same vray, mmy spelling patterns can be selectea, 

studiad and conpared^ and children qan begin to dra>r genaraliza- 

■- . "fe* 

tions about ganaral categories of wprds an^ coimon ways they 
are.spallad* In conjunction yith frequent Siting experiences^ 
spelling will develop in scope as well as flexibility when it is 
approached in this digcQvery-and-generallzatlon frameworK. 

i Sorts based on structural cri|:eria might 'include^ for ex- ^ 
anple^ es^lor^ion of affixes. A child might construct a sort 
based on ending" containing these words s 



cheating 

plated 
scared 
«, games 
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^ ^^^^ ^^^^^^^^^^ : 

cheating 

w K© have seen sorts like this ^-i, . ^ 

toAs PccMie the basis War the 

leawser's first independant 

^ generaiigatloiis about verbs and 

- ^^^^^^^^^ ^ ^ ^ . 

K.n.,.^. ^^^^^^^^ ^^^^ ^^^^^^^ ^ - 

florles of things l„ the enviroiawnt uv, *„ , ^ 

^ ^ ranent, Jik, foods, vehicles and ' 

living things, just as they ol.«,i,„ „ 

=y Classify pictures la nost readineAs 

p.,... ^^^^ - 

-ts c„ help students perceive reX,tlo„shl,e tha^ ere reflected 
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m English spelling but are not apparent iii proimnelation. For 
exaii^l©, a child sorting by vowel sounds would plactt slcm and 
signal in different gro^pa. In another .4^© of sort, » these ^ 
words could be grouped together, as both dorived froin the same ' 
source. Students sortlil^ these together have discoyered their* 
. underlying lexical relationship- They could then go on to find 
fflore words to add to the group, such as .signet and siqnatuga . 
Discuss ion of the Latin base siqnum and the relationship to be 
Infarred, ,»te naark something", would thw aid thep la recognising 
and tmderstanding dller related forma like slqaijy. significant , 
resign, and resignation. This is "voc^ulary development" that 
lives, that craelcles with the student's excitement and that gerves 
as a natural springboard for stu^ pf etynoiogy and word changes 
across history. Even spelling is helped, again,- a young writer'' 
'Vha associates sign and signal as variants of the same word Is nore 
likely to remember that troublesome silent In sigri -than the one 
jAm, with only lett^er sounds to go on,^ overgerieralizes sign to 
smm, A student who- has learned to associato words related by 
meaning has reached a powerful level of insight about how words work. 



Open-Ended sorts ' - ' 

An open word sort differs' from a closed sort in that the 
criteria for a word's inclusion 4.n a group are not stated in ? 
advance of sorting. The learner discerns relationsMps, whether 
graphemic, phonol^ical, structural, syntactic or semantic, among 
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the %#ords as the deeis is sorted. * Examining ' tthe vords knd f Indin 
that soire go together, the learner forms tentative rules for in- 
cluding subsequeBt words in that group,, and redefines the dimen- 
sions of the group hy adding and ^eneving words. ^11 words in 
the deck are exarnliied though not all are classified, «id .usually 
numerous groups are fbraed. Thege sorts tend to be fluid, be^ 
cause >4ords frequently "surface" from the deck that call for 
reclassification of other words. Usually, reclassification 
tends to nalce th# groups more specific and muttially exclusive. 
Jtaltiple relationships can be eacamined and dlacussed, results 
ing in the formation of sets and subsets of words within a class. 
Por exanple, an open meaning sort might result in these two 
general groups i / 

"HOUSmOLD WORDS" . •'PEOPLE WORDS" 

queen 

*"st , themselves 



dessert 



girl 



cut aunt 
upstairs . 
cleaned 

c«^e • officer 

chopppd 



S 



Stuping the first group, a further* grouping, could suggest it- 
self to the sorter,- "cooking words" i aas (tor the stovi), c^, 
dessert* cut and chopped? and "cleaning words-s cleaned , dust, 
and ^stairs . "People words" would almost sort theniselves into 
specific nouns and pronouns, and send the sorter hunting again 
for other pronouns ahd from there into possessives. 



. '" .- Wotd Sorts' 

Op^ aorts have tttfo inportmnt adv^tages for ins trust ion. 
First, new word pattMns emerge atudents parcel ve ^t which 

the teacher may not have cpneGlouily not#d* Seopnd, students can 
work on open sorts on several differant leveli of word ralation- 
ehlpa sinMltaneQualy* ^ And students vlth dififerent levels of 
fiuency in word sttdy can prodiictively work togathar on ©pan sorts 

Wa ofitan uee open sorts In a game setting, ^er^ groups of 
children examine eaph Dthar's word groups, try to infer the com* 
won property the words shar## ahd^add to md ^lodirfy each others 
groups* This is an eKciting activity that challenges students* 
inductive mnd deductiva thiiJcing as veil as aiding them in study- 
ing words for as ii^ny diatlnctlve features as are availmhle. The 
hasic aspects of this activity have ^alao been inco^or Aed into 
sis^le teacher-made board garros Md card gMies for classroom use^ 

Words for Sorts 

Words used in sorts nrust be sight words# because word study 
like this which is based on generalisation and conparison must 
proceed from what is knowi* Any instruction which is based on 
too much ^*unTcnown'% including sorts using words whic^ mu^t be 
pUEzled over to identify , results in frustration which blocks the 
development of new toowledge. ^ - - 

We are aometlmes asTced how word sorts help children develop 
word recognition abilities if only Icnown words are used in the 
sorts. All learning proceeds from a base of the familiar* New 
knowledge fmich be reldted to that which is previously known. 
The goal of word sorts is to help children produce and test 

i 
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generalizations about the vays v»ords ara related. The products 
Of a sy^ematic word study effort based on word sorts are in- 
creased v^rd underrtandlng ana greater ability bring thes^ 
understandings to hear on new wrds. As new sight words" are ac 
quired, they should be integrated into th« store of ,words avail- 
able for sorts. ^ it is Inportant that the store of .available 
*»rds reflect the current state of the student -s sight voc^ 
ulary development. 

in beginnlng^ reading, the child's dictated stories provide 
the richest source of sight words, as well as sight. words from 
basal stories and other sources. Children have no words 
sight are unready for word study. But, of course, v^en this Is 
the case they are also unready for phonics instruction and other 
TMthods Which require them to focus on such abstract concepts as 
ter soundq and' word parts. . ^ >' 
When child2:en have developed word recognition strategies 
based on this multi-leveled word knowledge fostered tl^ough 
category building, they ofte^ grow rapidly in sight vocabulary, 
^rsatile v^rd recognition strategies and ability to read con- 
nected text for meaAing. And word knowledge of this kind^as ' 
powerful effects on the growth of spelling, writina fluency 
tod vocabularY, 

As teaching techniques, word sorts are highly individualized 
yet t^iey allow the teacher to bring children together in the 
classroom for group Instruction which is focused and ^ubstaHtiva: 
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.ward sorts possess alaosf uhll»it*d -^ssiblUtlfes for vatia- 
tion. as they can reflect anr Of the al«staimltles5 «^^^ ' 
English «ords Can he related to eact otBer . in their hasxc 
£orm._ they require no .naterials oth^r th» vord cards hiaring 
sight *.rds. Which students can easily makeup themselves- ' 
additional ga™ activities adapted £«» the sorts are ^ckly ' 
'«d -siiy up^^h pd.t,r paper, a. students grow in ' 
«3rd facility. ^. „ i„ ^^^^^^^^ J 

.d.pti.& to 11 x.v.1. of Wrd taovl.a,e ,iro» the .„st p>i. 
»ary to a4Ut fluency, because vhat oh»ges is not the ,Wty 
*«t the features or con^n pioperties heing ^ned. ' sorting 
activities can he used «ith individual studeKti, groups or ' ' 
Whole classes, conducted indapenderitly or during direct in- 



Few other techniques for sobstantlve «rd study are so 
flexthle. retain studant^. lo^.^ena interest, or , engage 
students in real flection W high-level thin3cing.. probably 
».t l»,»rtant, wor-^ study of this typ, i, up^^'^th. prin- 

ciple that students can^„o:^ealiy derive fr the^n^elves^ the 
features that distinguish on^word fro„ others.- Systematically 
incorporated into classroo. instruction in vord analysis, word 
sorts provide a s^ible altemitive to phonics or „hole-Wd ' 

approaches which la congruent mth th» f 

y «en^ mth the ffleaning-based. diroction ' 

Of today's basal systems. ^ 
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